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In recent decades a number of scholars have identified a period known as the "war books boom," roughly covering the years 1926 to 1933, when numerous influential works reflecting on the experience of the First World War were written and published. 1 This was not only an important juncture in the development of literature about the Great War, but also a significant point in the formation of a popular mythology of the conflict. Samuel Hynes argues that during this period a "Myth of the War" was created -this myth was "not a falsification of reality, but an imaginative version of it," one that characterised the conflict in terms of bitterness, disillusionment and futility. 2 Yet while the "war books boom" has rightly been understood as a critical cultural event, the fact that it was also a commercial phenomenon has been largely overlooked. The role of the publishing industry in fuelling the boom has received little scholarly attention. Exploring the role of publishers during this period, however, can reveal how they drove the commercial climate, where they chose to exploit public interest, and how these considerations influenced their relationship with their authors.
This chapter will demonstrate how publishers played a crucial role in determining and shaping the popular response to the First World War during the interwar years. This in turn would lay the framework for how the war would come to be represented in the following decades.
To illuminate these themes, I provide a case study of the publishing process and reception of one key novel of the war books boom -Richard Aldington's Death of a Hero (1929) . This work is ideal for a study of this nature for a number of reasons. Aldington had a very productive relationship with his publisher, Charles Prentice, a partner at Chatto and Windus. Their regular exchange of letters provides valuable evidence regarding the process leading to the publication of the novel. Death of a Hero is also of interest because it articulates the disillusionment and bitterness that typifies many books of this period, including works such as Erich Maria Remarque's All Quiet on the Western Front (1928) and Robert Graves's Goodbye to All That (1929) . Yet Aldington had a distinctly aggressive stance which made his novel inherently divisive: whilst commercially successful, Death of a Hero never sold as many copies as some of its more well-known competitors, and its critical reception was mixed. This record reflects a marketing approach shaped by a number of competing tensions, and provides clues concerning the factors which determined popular success. Death of a Hero's publishing and reception history is therefore particularly worthy of consideration.
Richard Aldington was born in 1892, into a provincial middle-class family. He began his literary career as a poet, and with H. D. and Ezra Pound founded the imagist movement.
In 1916 he voluntarily enlisted and fought on the western front with the Royal Sussex Regiment as a private, before being commissioned in 1917. The war had a profound psychological effect on Aldington, and he found it difficult to express himself creatively throughout much of the twenties, instead making a living through literary criticism and translation. During this period he made a number of aborted attempts at writing a war book based on his experiences, before completing Death of a Hero, his first novel, in early 1929. Despite the voracious appetite for war literature during this period, the mythology of the war was still hotly contested terrain and it sparked intense debate. Whilst anti-war novels were very successful, other representations, such as Journey's End, were more measured.
There was no guarantee that Aldington's bitter invective would be greeted by a wide and eager audience. The marketing of the work would need to be finely tuned to capitalize on a commercial climate which was undoubtedly expanding but that was still complex in its attitude to the war.
The publishing process
By early 1929, Aldington had already agreed a publishing deal with the American firm Covici-Friede, and it was through them that he was put in touch with Charles Prentice, a and what a splendid piece of writing I think it is … I would like to congratulate you if I may". 19 Prentice was evidently sympathetic to Aldington's vision of the war, and, as a war veteran himself, may have shared similar experiences. His warm praise for the work helped foster a productive working relationship which was to prove invaluable, for it allowed the two men to cooperate in overcoming obstacles to the publication of the book. The first of these concerned the need for expurgation in order to avoid prosecution. From a commercial standpoint it was prudent to expurgate the text. As the publisher Stanley Unwin noted, "it never in the long run pays a reputable publisher to 'overstep the mark.'" 21 Prentice did not want to take risks and upon acceptance of the book he sent
Aldington "a list of purple words and passages" which he felt would have to be omitted. He was keen, however, to stress his sympathy with Aldington's message. 22 Aldington had been aware of the likely need for expurgation since he had commenced correspondence with Prentice and, despite his frustration, was pragmatic enough to acquiesce. 23 He did, however, insist that rows of asterisks be used to replace the words omitted from the text, in order to draw attention to the restraints imposed upon him. 24 Despite understandable concerns, Prentice reluctantly agreed to Aldington's wishes on 2 July. 25 The result of the excisions was, as Willis has argued, "a badly damaged and compromised text." 26 This was true in an aesthetic as well as literary sense. In some instances the asterisks stretched across the page for a number of lines to the detriment of the book's visual appeal.
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The tension between artistic integrity and mass appeal was also reflected in the design of the dustcover. Whereas book jackets had initially been intended simply as a protective covering, by the 1920s their marketing potential was beginning to be recognized, with many publishers employing colourful, pictorial designs to catch a potential reader's attention. 28 Aldington had clearly considered the value of dustcovers and on 28 June he wrote to Prentice with the following suggestion: "why not ask Paul Nash to do one? … Tell him from me to make it hard, abstract and bitter." 29 Nash had been an official war artist, heavily influenced by Vorticism, and during the twenties was at the vanguard of the modernist movement in British art. Aldington evidently felt that Nash's work complemented his experimentation with modernist literary forms, and intended the cover to reinforce the novel's bitter message. It became apparent, however, that Aldington's commitment to the culturally highbrow might not be conducive to commercial success. Prentice prudently advised Aldington that the cover should not be so abstract as to deter readers:
I hope, however, that the abstractness will not be carried too far; a dust cover must have some pictorial quality and some popular flavour; otherwise it will not do its job of attracting the populace.
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Prentice remained a shrewd businessman and was not afraid to temper his author's ambitions if he felt it necessary. Such disagreements over dustcover art were not uncommon. Whereas the primary goal of publishers was to entice the public, authors were often swayed by less populist artistic considerations. Robert Graves, for example, had been in dispute with
Jonathan Cape for similar reasons over the jacket design for Goodbye to All That.
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Upon receipt of Nash's initial design, Prentice expressed reservations, noting that "it is quite pleasing, but not very arresting," though he did concede that "when the colours are completed the effect will be more brilliant." The final cover suggests that Prentice's wishes were fulfilled (figure 6.1). The design employed recognisable symbols of the western front, such as barbed wire and plumes of smoke, and was likely to resonate with the public imagination. This was perhaps the perfect compromise, because whilst not abstract, these symbols firmly alluded to the horror of the battlefield and were largely in keeping with Aldington's bitter denunciation of the war.
Aldington himself seemed pleased, expressing his support for the dustcover in a letter to Prentice on 1 September.
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The cover was actually a more explicit reinforcement of the book's themes than that used for the first UK edition of All Quiet on the Western Front. In this instance the publishers, Putnam, eschewed cover art altogether (figure 6.2). But Prentice's concerns that Nash's cover was perhaps not arresting enough is understandable given the rather less subtle cover that accompanied the second 1929 reprint of Remarque's book (figure 6.3). It is not for me to interfere in the "publicity" of the Hero, but I should like to offer a suggestion. I feel it would be a mistake to present it merely as a war book -the market is getting flooded with them.
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Although the popularity of war books had provided impetus, it was now proving to be a deterrent. The sheer quantity of this type of literature led Aldington to fear, as publication approached, that the market was becoming saturated. One solution would be to differentiate the book from its competitors. Though Nash's cover alluded to the war, the accompanying It is also worth noting that the novel is presented as broad societal critique -a reflection on the causes, rather than the conduct of the war -and in this sense it is not marketed as a conventional war novel. It is surprising that Aldington's own war experiences, which heavily influenced elements of the novel, are not drawn upon here. Nowhere is there reference to the novel's war section, or the experience of the trenches. Consequently, the blurb is able to exploit popular interest in the war by alluding to the conflict, whilst still distancing itself from the recent spate of trench narratives. As we have seen, this was no accident, but the product of meticulous planning by Prentice and Aldington.
The blurb's depiction of the protagonist is also significant. George Winterbourne is described as "one of millions who accepted death as the immediate end to their youth. More sensitive than the generality of Englishmen he stands, nevertheless, as a true representative of a generation; his story is a monument to the dead." 40 This is clearly an attempt to broaden the novel's appeal -a suggestion that it in some way encapsulates the common experience of war, and that it can perform a commemorative function. Whilst it is conceded that Winterbourne is an unusually sensitive artist, it is implied that his untimely death in combat makes him typical of his generation. These are ambitious claims. Winterbourne is not an everyman but a largely insular character whose sensitivity and intellect leave him feeling distanced from his fellow soldiers. 41 And whilst Winterbourne's death in combat is crucial to the novel's rendering of the war as tragedy, this was not the common experience of most British men and their families (around 88% of men who had served in the conflict returned). 42 For these men, the war ended with the gradual and often painful process of reintegration into civilian society rather than death. Winterbourne's story was in this sense not representative but this did not necessarily matter; it was certainly in the commercial interests of Aldington and Prentice to present it as such. In doing so, they also played an important role in constructing a popular mythology of the war which was increasingly centred on death and tragedy rather than victory or heroism. Boots. Their financial clout and extensive distribution networks meant that "they were the most important and significant purchasers of the novels that were produced during the years 1880 to 1940." 44 The initial forecast was fairly promising: of the first impression, consisting of 5,000 books, 1,664 had already been sold. But whereas the booksellers had "come up to the scratch nobly," Prentice complained that "some of the libraries on the other hand are hedging." Mudie's had taken 150, Smith's only 100, and Boots only 50. 45 The subscription libraries catered towards a conservative, middle-class audience and tended to promote middlebrow works, with conventional, traditional themes and messages. Popular authors with the libraries included Ethel M. Dell, P. G. Wodehouse and Gilbert Frankau. 46 Death of a Hero, however, in both form and content, might well have been interpreted as an attack on the values the libraries upheld, and was treated with caution. The novel's bitter tone and controversial need for expurgation certainly appeared to be hindering its wider distribution.
Hugh Walpole's Book Society Ltd for example -which espoused similar values to the libraries -had rejected the novel due its large number of "puritanical subscribers," as Prentice scathingly put it. 47 Prentice, however, remained optimistic, reassuring Aldington that "subscription sales do not necessarily mean very much to subsequent sales of the book." 48 and Windus.'" 49 Despite not wanting the novel to be pigeonholed as a war book, Aldington's desire to emphasise the title of the novel -which alluded to its war theme -suggests that he still saw a commercially exploitable market for these books. He was also clearly aware of the power of Chatto and Windus as a brand name and felt that being associated with such a reputable publisher would encourage sales.
Prentice responded a day later, keen to defend his initial marketing strategy and noting that the adverts "certainly are mild, but I think they did their work." 50 Disagreements between publishers and authors over matters of advertising were not uncommon. Novelist and publisher Frank Swinnerton wrote in 1935 that "I have only once come across an author who was satisfied with the advertising for a book of his own," before concluding that the "the truth is authors do not understand the business of advertising." 51 Swinnerton argued that "the authors most ostentatiously indifferent to success are the ones who write most privately and pressingly to their publishers on the question of advertising. It is not a base thing in these authors, but an urgent egoism which leads them to be over-occupied with a matter which they do not understand."
52
The author Swinnerton has in mind bears more than a little resemblance to Aldington.
Despite his refusal to pander to popular opinion there can be no denying that Aldington craved commercial recognition. Swinnerton emphasised his cynicism in this regard by stressing that "advertising does not sell books." 53 His reasoning was "that we never notice advertisements until the things they advertise are familiar to us." 54 Advertising, according to Swinnerton, was only of value once a book was already popular and well-known; it would be 49 Aldington to Prentice, 22 September 1929 (see above, n. 13). 50 Prentice to Aldington, 23 September 1929 (see above, n, 31 the conclusion at which we arrive…is that it pays to advertise a book if it shows signs of being successful without advertising, but that it does not pay to advertise at all expensively a book that shows no sign of catching on. 
Reception
Before its publication, Prentice and Aldington had carefully distributed the book amongst selected critics. The popular author Arnold Bennett -a reviewer for the Evening Standardwas deemed a worthy recipient, for example, whereas the Observer's Gerald Gould was not. 58 The reasons for this antipathy towards Gould are unclear, but however attuned to the market Prentice was, he evidently did not foresee the praise that Gould would subsequently offer. Nevertheless, this pre-publication strategy allowed Prentice and Aldington some influence over initial reactions to the book, though of course once the work entered the public domain this was beyond their control. As with advertising, not all publishers appear to have been convinced by the value of reviews. Again, Swinnerton was rather dismissive, portraying critics as belonging to a feuding, bickering "coterie." As most were authors themselves, Swinnerton argued, many critics used reviews to take a swipe at their rivals, often in revenge if they had fallen victim to a similar tactic: "it is for this reason that, outside a small public, most of the reviews printed by the critical press have no influence." 59 But whilst reviews may have reflected petty squabbles within insular literary circles, there is evidence to suggest that they could have a considerable impact on public opinion. Prentice, for example, was convinced of their value, noting that "an ordinary newspaper reader will not believe the 58 Prentice to Aldington, 13 August 1929 (see above, n. 31). 59 Swinnerton, Authors and the Book Trade (see above, n. 50), p. 119.
publisher -but has to have quotes from Bennett, Gould etc." 60 Moreover, he had observed the direct influence reviews could have on sales:
One of the principal booksellers in Scotland turned down the Hero because he did not like the tone of it. Yesterday, he wrote for ten copies, observing that it had been well reviewed. Such people have not helped create the demand but the demand has come to them. There were many instances like this.
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Reviews were not only seen as a gauge of the novel's success but also as a potential factor in it.
In general, the critical response was mixed. Although a laudatory sentence of Gerald
Gould's review in the Observer had been used for advertising purposes, the piece on the whole -as Prentice had in fact predicted -was far less positive. Whilst Gould was impressed with the war sections he was very critical of the first two parts of the novel. He wrote that the "indictment of pre-war society … is as feeble as the indictment of the war is fine" and complained that in order to get to the excellent war passages "you must wade through (or skip) more than two hundred pages that are crude, petulant and, save in flashes, artistically worthless." 62 Arnold Bennett's review in the Evening Standard expressed similar sentiments.
He found Aldington's strident critique of British society "often annoying" and "sometimes exasperating," but felt that "the war sections are on the whole superb." 63 67 This critical response was indicative of a wider backlash against disillusionment from certain parts of the population, which maintained that despite being horrific, the war had been a worthwhile struggle for a noble cause. Numerous ex-servicemen expressed this opinion, arguing that the war had brought out the best in those who fought. 68 The mythology of the war at this stage was fractured; even works as popular as All Quiet on the Western the war entitled Roads to Glory (1930 producing a scathing critique on the one hand and a popular success on the other. Despite their desire for commercial recognition, the book's marketing, which clearly emphasised the novel's bitter, accusatory message, demonstrates that financial reward was not their only motivation. But the novel's critical and commercial performance suggests they were unrealistically ambitious in their aims. Aldington's satire and the novel's combative tone made it inherently divisive and its need for censorship no doubt deterred sections of the public -not least because of the visual damage it did to the text. Similarly, whilst a large proportion of the population was clearly receptive to a tone of disillusionment regarding the war, Aldington's critique of British society was less palatable. This perhaps in part explains why other war books, some of which were equally vitriolic, were more successful. Remarque may have evoked uncompromisingly brutal battlefield images, but it was German society rather than British society that was attacked. British readers could indulge in Remarque's novel safe in the knowledge that they were not being indicted for its horror. No such comfort was available when reading Death of a Hero. With the benefit of hindsight we can see that the marketing of the book should have played to its strengths, promoting it as a war novel.
The early sections clearly detracted from its vivid western front climax, whereas Remarque's work, in contrast, was more concise and distilled. Despite proving to be commercially lucrative for Aldington, neither he nor Prentice could hide their disappointment. It was clear that Death of a Hero was to be no All Quiet on the Western Front.
